Eloquent Irony

The Ceramic Art of Juris Bergins
Article by Joseph Bennion

N JUNE OF 1989, I
Itravelled with 15

other American cer-
amicartists to the Soviet
Union to meet and ex-
change ideas with our
peers. In various cities
we showed slides and
exhibited our work
and our hosts at the
academies and artists’
unions showed their work. Along the way our
Intourist guide assured us of the superiority of the
Soviet system for artists, and spoke of what advan-
tages the artists enjoyed under socialism. Her enthu-
siasm was not as contagious as she hoped.

In Riga, the capital of Latvia, we gathered one
mid-summer afternoon at the Artists Union for an
exchangeslide talk with an interested group of artists.
After the Americans had introduced themselves, told
where they were from and showed their slides, the
Latvians took their turn, facilitated by our Russian-
speaking Intourist guide. A tall reserved man in his
late 20s stood up and began to speak. The interpreter
paused, swallowed and delivered his first line: “I am
Juris Bergins, I was born in 1961 in Soviet-occupied
Latvia.” There was a perceptible wave that passed
through the room. The images that he showed were
obviously political, personal and generally anti-
Soviet. The work he showed was remarkably differ-
ent from the other Latvian work we were seeing. It
was out of step with the generally conservative and
classical orientation of the other Baltic artists, As the
session ended I approached him and we spoke briefly
about his work. He invited me and two friends to his
apartment that evening and later - in the small flat
that he and his artist wife, Illona Romule, shared with
her mother - we enjoyed a meal and conversation. In
spite of a considerable language gap, we communi-
cated and shared our feelings about clay and life.
They expressed their hopes for freedom in Latvia,
which had been occupied by the Soviets since 1940
when it was liberated from Nazi Germany. For 20
years prior to World War II, Latvia was a free and
independent republic. In 1987 pressure from the
Latvian people slowly began to loosen the Soviet grip
on this tiny Baltic country.

It was a warm and memorable evening, and my
impressions of it are clear and bright. Juris and Ilona

showed us their tiny work space and homemade elec-
tric kiln, in which Ilona produced a line of work to
support themselves. They spoke of their dream of get-
ting their own apartment, a studio, a reliable car and
perhaps having a family.

During the time since my first meeting with the
Bergins, [ have thought about them often and tried to
correspond. One or two letters have made it over and
back, sometimes hand-delivered by other artists pass-
ing through. In October of 1991, I returned to Riga for
a ceramics symposium and with the help of Latvian-
born American artist, Juta Savage, I was able to inter-
view Bergins and obtain photographs.

Juris Bergins began his formal art training in a
special secondary school for young people gifted in
the visual arts. He attended this programme for seven
years, obtaininga basic technical foundation in draw-
ing and painting. Later he spent five years studying
design at the Latvian Academy of Art in Riga. Upon
graduation he taught art to children at a collective
farm, being required to do this or serve in the military.
At the school he distinguished himself as a superior
teacher. Several of his students received recognition
and awards, something that had never happened at
this country school before. At the end of his three
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visit Latvian-born artist Anita Dumins. On this jour-
ney they were exposed to a wealth of Western ceram-
ics. In mid-1990, his piece Self Portrait was published
in American Craft in an article about the American visit
tothe Soviet Union of 1989, Bergins was also admitted
to the Union of Artists - a great advantage since union
membership meant access to materials, exhibitions
and Pr
ship in the union because of its close ties 1o Moscow.
After 1989, the union became more Latvian based.

In carly 1991, Latvia's slow but steady progress
towards political autonomy suffered a severe sei-
back. A crackdown by the Soviet Black Berets left six
or more Latvian civilians dead and threatened to
reverse the hard-won political yardage gained over
the past few years. A sense of shock and disbelief
gripped many Latvians. During this time Bergins
produced another significant piece titled Never But
which translates into “How can this be? In what
appears to be a pail for household garbage we see the
artist’s head, naturalistically rendered, a dirty rag, a
pre-Soviet Latvian gold coin and a page from a maga-
Zine bearing the image of the artist’s wife and the
words ‘never but . On the outside of the pail is stuck
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